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One 


For the first few weeks after Stone left, | thought | saw him around every corner. I'd see a young 
man or woman with long, brown hair and my breath would catch for only a fraction of a second 

because the image of that person would focus and | would realize they looked nothing like my elf. It 
was just my raw emotions talking. It was a byproduct of my broken heart beginning to heal. | knew 


that. | understood that and the more mending my heart did, the less frequently | saw Stone. 


Almost four years had passed since | met Stone. The last time | thought | saw him was about two 
years ago. Right after | met Greg. | looked toward the back of the packed Pico Union Project and | 
could have sworn | saw the flash of those pretty green eyes and the pointed tip of an ear. As 
quickly as he came into my vision, so he left and was replaced by a tall, young man in a black 
leather jacket and trucker hat. But my voice faltered and to my left, | saw Greg's questioning 


glance. 


He asked me later what happened and | waved it off. | think | said some spit got stuck in my 
throat or something. The look he gave me indicated that he didn't buy it. But he dropped it. 


And | put Stone behind me for good. | remembered the lessons he taught me about strength and 
love, but | had to let him go. He had gone home and | moved forward. | fell in love again with a 
man who reminded me of Stone in some ways. His ability to bring light into my life, his 
stubbornness, his bright smile, and his vulnerability. But Greg was more than that. Much more. 
Greg was complicated and moody, introspective and evolved. He challenged me as much as he doted 
on me. Greg, when it came to how he felt about me, was brave and wore his heart on his sleeve. 
He made me laugh and think and swear. Above all, Greg made me love him with a confidence | had 


never possessed. 


We were finally given the green light to take Brighten on tour. We started out in St. Paul and from 
there, went to Chicago, then Detroit. Greg and | were on top of the world. | was having more fun 
than | had in years, riding that high from city to city. Until Toronto. 


| stepped up to the mic to finish out the show with Goodbye. Nobody knew this, but | always 
remembered those last few moments with Stone when | sang that song. | always imagined having 
the chance to tell him a proper goodbye instead of him just up and leaving. But there was a 
certain look in his eye that | interpreted as regret. Maybe Stone wished he had gotten that proper 


goodbye from me. And so, in a way, | was singing this to him each and every time. 


| looked out across the tops of the heads in the crowd, to the back of the room, as | drew in a 
breath to begin the second verse. A pair of eyes stared back at me. He stood alone, still as a 
statue, simply gazing at me. My hands gripped the microphone and my voice cracked. To my right, 
| saw Greg lean forward and look at me. My eyes flicked to the side to glance at him and by the 
time | looked back to that spot on the back wall where my elf had been, he was gone. 


Now, like | said, time passed. | moved on. There was no reason for me to start seeing Stone 
everywhere again. After the show, | left the stage alone and found a quiet, empty room. Greg, 
bless him, must have sensed the vibe and left me alone. Why now? Why did | start seeing him 
again? He wasn't there. It was impossible. My brain knew that but suddenly, again, my heart 
started manifesting visions of my long-gone elf. 


In Atlantic City, on our off-night, | sat down at a blackjack table with Tyler and Gil. | couldn't focus 
on the cards in front of me. The back of my neck tingled like someone was watching me. | turned 
and | swear | saw Stone duck back behind a slot machine. | turned all the way around in my chair 
and scanned the casino floor but there was no sign of him. After | lost the next hand, | stood up, 


gave Tyler whatever chips | had left and told them | needed to go back to the room. 
"What's up, dude? You look really pale." 


"Yeah, | don't feel ..don't feel great." 


In the room, Greg was curled up on top of the sheets and | joined him, wrapping my arms around 
him and pushing my face into his shoulder. 


He took my hands in his and sleepily asked, "What time is it?" 
"Don't know. Nine, maybe." 


"What's wrong?" He rolled over and opened his eyes. Greg immediately pulled back to study me. 
"The fuck? You look like you've seen a ghost" 


| snorted. "Not a ghost. An elf." 


He chuckled and then stopped when | didn't laugh. "I could have sworn you said an elf. Like what? 
Santa Claus and his elves? Are you feeling okay?" He reached for my forehead. 


Two 


| leaned forward, into his touch, closing my eyes. 


"No fever. In fact, you feel a little cool and clammy." 


| sat up and rubbed my face. 


Greg sat up beside me and put his hand on my back. "Jer, what is it?" 


"I „okay, something happened a couple years ago and | never told anyone about it. | never told you and maybe | 
should have." 


"What does that have to do with tonight? Tell me what's wrong, Jer, and we'll fix it" 


With a smile, | touched his cheek | marveled at just how right being with Greg felt and | was sure it wouldn't 
feel this way if | hadn't met Stone. Maybe | owed Stone that and the least | could do was tell someone else 
about him. Tell Greg what a debt | owe to that elf. "There's nothing to fix, baby. Let me ..let me tell you a 
story. | told you it had been a couple years since | dated someone. | never told you the story of that last 
relationship." 


"You don't have to - " 


"| want to. It's time." 


Greg stroked his hand up and down my back. | appreciated how affectionate he was with me. He never missed 
an opportunity to touch me or offer physical contact. With him, | realized how much | craved that contact 


with someone | cared for. 


"It was the summer of 2019. A guy. A boy, really." | frowned. "No, that's not right, either. Anyway, | went home 
to the ranch for a while around the Fourth. The carnival was in town. It always came to Atoka for the Fourth. 


| met a kid named Stone. We hung out a little, got to know each other a bit" 


"He worked for the carnival? A carnie?" 


| nodded. "He was part of the carnival." 


"So you guys hooked up while he was in town?" 


"No. Not, not exactly." | stood up and started pacing back and forth at the foot of the bed. "He didn't like me at 
first. It took a couple days for him to warm up to me and -oh, | should mention that he was part of the freak 


show." 


"Wait, what? The freak show?" 


| nodded again. 


"Okay, what was freakish about him?" 


"He had these ears ..pointy ears." 


"Wait, like an elf?" 


Another nod from me. 


"Okay, so this guy played an elf in a carnival freak show and you guys hooked up while he was in town?" 


"No, um, let me keep going okay, so | went to visit him in the carnival a couple times and we got closer but 


then the bearded fat lady died -" 


"Jer, this sounds like a bad fucking trip. What the hell?" 


"I know. | know it sounds unbelievable and I've only just started. It happened, Greg. All of this happened. Just let 
me try to get it all out.” 


He softened. "Okay. I'm sorry." 


"Emily died in the hospital and she was Stone's only friend in the carnival. He couldn't go back. They were too 
mean to him, uh, they kind of he was abused. So | broke him out of the carnival and told people that he ran 
away. He was with me the whole time. We drove from Atoka back to LA and in the process, | guess ..we fell in 
love. | didn't want to. | guess | was just thinking with my dick at first. The kid was gorgeous and | wanted to 
fuck him. But the more time | spent around him, the deeper we got to know each other. | opened up to him 
about my past and some of the shit | did when | was younger. He helped me see that | wasn't incapable of love 


and | wasn't some broken, old man destined to be alone for the rest of my life." 


"I think | like this guy already." Greg smiled. "What happened to him?" 


"He went home." | could feel the emotions bubbling up in my throat. 


"Where's that?" 


"Calserine Luna" 


Greg scowled. "Never heard of it. Small town somewhere?" 


“Another world," | whispered, my voice threatening to crack as memories of Stone's abrupt departure came to 


mind. 


"lIl say. So, what? Do you think he's here now?" 


| smiled sadly. "There's so much more to this story.’ | stopped pacing, taking a long minute to get my shit 
together. | didn't realize how close | was to crying until my throat started to clench. "Babe, he really was an 
elf. | know, | know. It's not possible. But it was possible. It -is- possible. Stone appeared to be no more than 
twenty years old but he was really hundreds of years old He was exiled to Earth by his boyfriend's evil 
father. Stone's father was the king of Calserine Luna and his boyfriend's father ruled the kingdom nearby. They 
kept their relationship a secret but you see, Andy's father invaded Calserine Luna and slaughtered Stone's 
entire family, and then imprisoned Stone and Andy. Stone was eventually banished to Earth and he didn’t think 
there was a way for him to go home, but we figured it out and he left me. He returned to take on the evil 


king. 


Greg sat still, staring at me. Finally, he said, "You .Jer, you're not making this up, are you?" 


| shook my head. "I'm serious." | pulled my phone from my pocket and scrolled through the photo album. "Look." 
| held the phone out to Greg, showing him a photo of Stone sitting on the edge of the pool. 


"Cute kid," was all he said. "So what? He found you here? What did he say?" 


"He didn't say anything. He was watching me, | think, but when | looked, he was gone." 


He scrolled through a few more photos of Stone and then handed the phone back to me. "Go on" 


| told him about Stone staying with me on the ranch for a few days and getting to know Pop. | told him that 
Pop had tried to talk me into cutting the kid loose, have some fun with him if | needed to and then let him go. | 
explained that it was my father urging me not to get serious with Stone that drove me to prove him and 
myself wrong. | told Greg about our road trip and how Stone couldn't fly. | explained how he could communicate 
with arimals, telling him the story about the horse and how he would talk to the cats. As | told him more and 
more about Stone, | think he started to believe me. | watched the subtle changes in his expression. The sharp 
edges of disbelief softened to wonderment. 


"and we figured out that the song on the pan flute is what triggered the spell. For a long time, Stone was 
reluctant to do it. He was broken, too, from losing his family and his true love, from the things that happened 
to him here on Earth. He didn't believe that he could go back and win. But | think, in the end, he realized he had 
no choice. He had to go home and save Andy and Calserine Luna. But he didn't tell me he was going to leave. It 
was the middle of the night and he just ..poof. Left me." | frowned as | recalled the night Stone left. "For a long 
time, that really it really fucked me up. | don't blame him for it. It's just been hard to kind of move on. And, 
uh, meeting you was what made me close that chapter, you know? You're a lot like him. You're magical just like 


he was, but so much more." 


Greg was silent for a long time. | could see he was deep in thought as he sat cross-legged on the bed and 
watched his fingers turning the ring on his middle finger. Finally, he looked up at me. His big, blue eyes looked 
glassy. "| ..| don't know what to say, Jer. I'm so sorry | didn't believe you." 


| sat down on the edge of the bed and covered his fidgeting hands with one of mine. "It's okay, baby. It's a lot." 


"Do you really think he's back here now?" 


"| don't know. | hope not. That would mean he failed and was banished again." 


"But if he isn't really back, why do you feel like you're seeing things again?" 


"| don't know." 


Let's go find him. Maybe he needs you again" Greg was on his feet, reaching for his boots 


Three 


We searched the entire casino floor, up and down rows of slot machines, in the high limit room, the poker 
room, and the hotel lobby. Greg dragged me to the sports book and the food court. We backtracked and 


searched the casino floor again. 


| stopped walking, letting Greg get a few steps ahead of me. "He's not here. It was just my fucking imagination 
again. Let's grab something to eat and go to the room." 


Greg turned around and stuffed his hands in his pockets. "I'm sorry, Jer.” 
"Nothing to be sorry for. What do you feel like eating? My treat" 
He did that thing where he tilts his head and grins at me. "Let's see what's on the room service menu." 


| sighed. "That's honestly perfect. Thanks." And | would have hugged him but we were still keeping this thing a 


secret. So | was surprised when | noticed a litle glint in his eye. He looked up so | followed his gaze. 


We were standing under a banner that advertised the other entertainment option for the following evening: 


Chris Rock. 

Greg asked a total stranger to stop and take our picture. "Pretend to slap me," he directed me. 

| hauled off and made out like | was gonna give him a good one but instead, | just gently palmed his cheek. 

Back in the room, | let him use my phone to post that to my Instagram and then he posted it on his own. Then 
Greg turned both of our phones off. He ordered some food and while we waited for it, Greg took my shoes and 
socks off and rubbed my feet. | sat back against the pillows while he sat on the edge of the bed. He took my 
bare feet in his lap and gently massaged one foot and then the other. 

"Why are you so good to me?" 

"Because | love you and | can tell that you are tense about this." 


"| love you, too." 


| know you do. And maybe if the elf | was in love with a few years ago randomly showed up, you'd be rubbing 
my feet.” 


| smiled. "I definitely would My smile turned into a smirk. "And more." 


"More? Like what?" 


"| don't know. Maybe I'd blow you or something.” 

"Ah. Well, you are more generous than | am." 

| gave him a deep frown. 

"Fine, but after dinner." 

For the duration of the show, | kept watch over the crowd. If he showed up in the casino the night before, 
surely he was going to show up at the show. | wanted to be prepared to catch him this time. To lock eyes 
with Stone and ask him what the hell he was doing here. Maybe Greg was right. Maybe Stone needed help. But 


that didn't explain why he'd show up and then disappear. 


Greg knew | was looking for my elf. He kept doing little things throughout the show to bring me back to the 
present. During Rooster, he grabbed my hair and gave it a short but firm yank. 


Stone didn't show himself and so | got on the bus to head to Philadelphia feeling a little better. | guess | was 
just seeing things again. Maybe it was my subconscious trying to tell me something. In any case, | breathed a 
little easier that night. 

We ran through Philadelphia, New York, and Boston with zero elf sightings. | was beginning to loosen up again. 
Greg and | were having so much fun together. He had this ability to set my soul alight with just a smile. He 
could catch me on stage or backstage or on the bus or out for a walk and give me that signature smile of his 
and | swear I'd start floating. But that changed when we reached Baltimore. | wondered if it would. 

Greg was from Baltimore. His small family still lived there. He admitted to feeling uneasy about being there. 
"Do they know you're here?" | asked. 

"No. | mean unless they read that | was working with you and that you were coming to town" 

"If they don't know you're here, then it'll be fine." 

"But | know I'm here." 


"Ah, | gotcha" | put my arm around his shoulders. "Anything | can do to help with that?" 


"No, and uh ..l'm gonna ..| wanna do a project after the show tonight so Jim and | are gonna drive down to 


Raleigh after that" 


"What do you mean? You're not getting on the bus?" 


"| mean I'm filming a video with Jim and we'll probably be really late so I'll meet you at the hotel in Raleigh. It's 


like a four-hour drive so we should get in around eight or nine. I'll grab some Zs and be good to go." 
"Oh, uh, okay." | frowned but | let the whole thing drop. 


It felt to me like Greg was putting a wall up here. He didn't want to see his family, which was fine, but it 
seemed like he didn't want to talk to me about it, either. 


My ass was dragging as | shuffled off the bus in Raleigh. | might have dozed a little on the ride down but 
mostly, | was thinking about Greg and Stone. Greg did sometimes need some space. It wasn't entirely new that 
he said he needed a night away. | think | was just sore about it this particular time because | sensed he was 


feeling anxious about being in his hometown and | wanted to provide him some comfort and he didn't let me. 

| got my room key and texted Greg to tell him what room we were in for when he arrived. Inside the roon, | 
dropped my suitcase in the corner and turned on the lamp by the bed. There was a bright flash of light and | 
assumed the bulb blew out. 

"Shit. Not now." | grumbled but then noticed that the lamp was still lit: 


"Is about time | got you alone." 


| whipped around to find Stone standing just inside the door, wearing the most incredible wicked, little grin. 


Four 


"Okay, | know I'm really tired Its just my imagination" | rubbed my eyes and looked again 


He was still standing there, tilting his head. The grin had turned to a frown. Stone took a step toward me. "It's 


me, old man." 
Before | even thought about it, | took a step back and put a hand up. "Stop." 
"Jerry, it's me. l'm here" 


"But how?" | sunk to the bed. "How are you here? Why are you back? What happened?" | could feel my throat 
tightening up and tears stinging my eyes. 


Stone quickly moved to sit next to me. "It's okay. Everything's okay. | wanted to check in on you." 
"IFs been three years, Stone!" 
"For you." He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, petting my hair. 


| could feel him. He was real. | felt his hands on me and his body next to me. It wasn't a dream. Or maybe it 


was, | didn't care. | threw my arms around him and squeezed him close. "God, | fucking missed you so much." 
"I know. | missed you, too." He held me for a long time, petting and kissing my head. He felt different. 
Stronger, bolder. "But | see you've done okay. | think that man really loves you." There was a certain amount 
of amusement in his voice. 

"Greg," | murmured. "I love him, too." 


"| know." 


It took me a moment, but | pulled back and wiped my face. "What are you doing back here? Do you need help? 
What happened?" 


"Where is Greg?" 
"Oh, uh, he should be along in a few hours. He stayed behind in Baltimore." 
"There is so much To tell you, but you should sleep." 


"Stone, l'm wide awake now." 


He smiled and | damn near fell apart again. "Get in bed. Can ..can we do that?" 
| shook my head. "I don't think ..." 


"Right. Right. Of course. Okay." He jumped to his feet and started pacing back and forth. "Okay, | went home. 
Well, you know that. When | left, | went directly back to Andy's father's castle. It looked the same. But | had 


been gone for over twenty years. Did you know that? And almost forty have passed since I've been here." 
My mouth fell. "But -" 


"Well, we knew that time passed faster on Calserine Luna, didn't we? Yes." He went on. "I knew that he would 
not expect me to return so | hid and | watched and | made plans. | left the castle and | went to Teampall An 


Madra. | found Andy," his voice thickened. "He was alive. He said he's been waiting for me." 


"Oh, Stone. Oh, baby, that's," | sighed and felt the waterworks start again "I'm so happy for you. Did you get 


him out?" 


He looked at me and nodded. "I did. Um, many ..many elves perished but | ..| didn't want that to happen but | 


needed .." 
"I know, baby." 


"Andy and | ran away. We hid in the forest for several days. He needed ..he needed to get better. To eat and 
rest. We trekked back to Calserine Luna and we found one of my father's trusted advisors. It took us twenty 
years, Jerry, but we fought. We went to war and we regained our kingdom. | ..um ..| went after Andy's father 
and ..| went back to his castle and | .." Stone returned to sit next to me. He took my hands in his and spoke 
quietly, staring down at our joined hands. "| cornered him and | killed him. | drove a sword right through that 
son-of-a-bitch's heart, just like he had done to my father." He paused to sniffle and swipe his nose. 


| petted his hair and put my arm around him. "l'm so sorry, baby." 


"Thank you. It had to be done, right? It had to. And, and now ..Andy is safe. We ..we are together, and | am a 


king. We are kings. We have both kingdoms and it's it's wonderful. Calserine Luna is flourishing once again" 

| brought his head to mine and kissed his temple. "Stone, you have no idea how happy that makes me. Thank 
you for coming to see me. How did you figure out how to do that? And why did you keep coming and leaving 
so quickly?" 


He smiled and his ears wiggled. "One of my wizards helped me with the spell on the flute. And | wanted to make 


sure it was safe to visit. | didn't know if you'd really want me to or who would be around you.” 


"Will you come back now and then and visit me?" 


"As often as | can. You know, being a king is very hard work" He giggled. 
"Yes, of course. Should | call you King Stone now?" 
"Yes, | demand it" His giggles turned into full-on laughter. 


"God, you don't know how happy | am to see you. It took me a long time to, you know, get over | mean move 
on. | was stuck for a while. | was still in love with you and kind of ..| mean | understood why you left and | was 


glad that you did but | really hated the way that you left me." 


His laughter died and he looked at me with a sad smile. "I know. | had to do it that way, though, or | never 
would have gone. And I'm sorry that | never really thanked you for everything you did for me." 


"You don't have to. Hearing that you went back and you succeeded is all the thanks | need. Besides, Stone, you 


did as much for me." 
That impish grin returned to his lips. "Mm, this Greg fellow. Tell me about him." 


I'm sure | blushed. "Stone, he's like you. Moody, bratty, confrontational, withdrawn, intelligent .he challenges me. 
And he loves me. He lets me love him." 


"Does he know what a lucky man he is to have you?" 

"I think l'm the lucky one to have found him." 

"ım happy for you, old man. But | doubt that he has my special ears or my appetite." 
| laughed softly. "He has other parts of him that are special” 

Stone playfully gasped. "Is he part elf?" 

"He's definitely magical of some kind." 

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment, each of us studying the other's smile. 
"I'd love for you to meet him." 

"Does he know?" 


| nodded. "I told him all about you. I'm not sure if he really believed me or if he thinks l'm demented, but I'd 


still love for you to meet him" 


"| will come back." 


"Wait, you're not going to stay?" 
| have kingly duties. | must return” 
"0-okay. Promise you'll come back, though." 


"| promise." He stood up and looked down at me. "You have a beautiful glow, Jerry." He bent down and kissed my 


lips. A soft, quick kiss. And then, poof. He was gone. 


| took a shower, put on fresh shorts, and climbed into bed. It was after 3:00 AM when | finally settled down | 
must have fallen right to sleep. | didn't hear Greg come in at all but | felt him when he slipped into bed and 


wound his arms around me. | felt his warm lips against my neck. 


"Wake up, old man," he purred in my ear. "I need you." 


Five 

With a little smile, | rolled onto my back and immediately felt Greg's weight on my chest and his soft breath 
tickle my cheek. He trailed kisses across my cheek to my lips while he pushed the sheets off of me and 
replaced them with his body. 

"Make love to me," he moaned as he moved against me. 

"Slow down for a sec. Come here. What time is it?" 

"Who cares." And he dove in for another kiss. 

"Baby, wait. Did you just get in?" 

"Uh-huh." He attacked my neck while his hands roamed over my chest and his hips rolled against mine. 

| grabbed his hands and rolled us, placing him on his back. | knew by now that if this happened, it was purely 
because he allowed it. He could easily overpower me and I'll never admit that | love that about him. | pinned his 
hands to the pillow above his head and tried to study his face in the dark. 

"Come on" He lifted his head to try to steal another kiss. 

| dodged it and tried to look at him again. "What's going on?" 

"Nothing. | want to fuck. Why does something need to be going on?" 

"IFs .." | glanced at the clock on the table. "Five-thirty. Aren't you tired?" 

"Nope." He wrapped his legs around me and squeezed, thrusting his hips up, against me. 

Not five minutes after he came, Greg curled up in my arms and fell asleep. |, on the other hand, was now wide 
awake. Greg was troubled. In all our time together, | knew him well enough to know that he had tried to use 
sex to drive away whatever was on his mind. And it seemed to have done the trick for now. He slept soundly 
with his face buried in my chest. | stroked his hair as | thought about Greg and Stone and how similar they 
were. Each with their walls and their hidden strength and their magical effect on me. 

After | dozed off and on for a couple more hours, | left him in bed and went to find something to eat. On the 
street, | replayed my conversation with Stone. Behind my sunglasses, my eyes teared up as | thought about all 
that he told me about finding Andy and taking back his kingdom. | imagined him as a leader, as a king with a 
partner. | couldn't have been more proud of him. As | walked, | constantly looking around for him. | was sure he 


was going to turn up again, especially since | was alone again. But he didn't. | stumbled into a coffee house not 
too far from the hotel and ordered some coffee and some egg frittata thing | thought Greg would like. 


Back in the room, | set our breakfast down on the bedside table and | watched Greg sleep. | was worried that 
being back in Baltimore was going to hurt him. He insisted he would be fine, but that was Greg. Always living 
inside a hard shell. | was fortunate enough to be allowed inside that shell occasionally. He told me some of what 
he lived through in Baltimore. But he didn't speak of it often and always insisted that it was in the past and 
therapy had given him the tools to put the past in the past. But it still broke my heart to see him hurting. 

| ate my breakfast and watched an episode of Ozark on my computer while he continued to sleep. When heard 
him shift and moan, | turned in the desk chair to watch him. His face wrinkled for a moment. | held my 
breath, waiting for his breathing to even out again. He slowly stretched and opened his eyes. 

| gave him a gentle smile. "Hey." 

"What time is it?" 

"Uh, a little after noon" 

He grumbled and rolled over. "Gimme two more hours." 

"I can do that. | got you coffee and something to eat, though." 


"Mmkay, fine." 


After he used the bathroom, he crawled back onto the bed and sat with his legs crossed, pulling the bag into 
his lap. 


"Kinda cold now" 

"Don't care. Thanks. 

"Yeah, of course" | watched him closely 

"What?" he asked with his mouth full 

"Gotta talk to you" 

"| told you | was fine, Jerry" 

"| know. This isn't about that. We'll talk about that, too. But first, | need to tell you who | saw last night 
He was focused on his coffee. "Who?" 


"Stone." 


"Who's that? That a person?" 
"Not exactly." | moved from the chair to sit next to him on the bed. "Remember | told you about him?" 
"Wait, The elf? Stone the elf?" 

| nodded, 

"He was here?" 


Again, | nodded. "| walked in this room and poof, he was standing right in front of me. We talked for a long 


time." 
"So he is back. You did actually see him." 


"He was waiting to get me alone." | watched Greg stop mid-chew and stare at me. "Not like that! He just 


wasn't sure about you" 

"What did he think | was gonna do? Turn him over to the government to be dissected or something?" 
"Greg!" | threw him a look and shook my head 

"Im kidding! Why is he back? What's he want?" 


"Just wanted to see me. He won. He went back to Calserine Luna and found Andy, his boyfriend. He defeated 
Andy's father and took back his kingdom. He figured out how to come and go using the same spell that 


banished him here in the first place." | paused. "And it was really good to see him. He ..I .." | couldn't help but 


smile. 

"That's cool you got to catch up." Greg either ignored my smile or was gracious enough to let it go. 
| asked him to come back. Maybe you could meet him." 

"Do you want me to meet him?" 

| nodded. "I told him | was very happy with you." 

"Cool. Well, when he poofs back in here, hopefully I'll be here." 

| studied his face. 


"What?" 


"What's up with you?" 


"Nothing." He got up and threw away the bag and container from his breakfast and went directly into the 


bathroom, closing the door. 


Six 


With a little smile, | rolled onto my back and immediately felt Greg's weight on my chest and his soft breath 
tickle my cheek. He trailed kisses across my cheek to my lips while he pushed the sheets off of me and 
replaced them with his body. 

"Make love to me," he moaned as he moved against me. 

"Slow down for a sec. Come here. What time is it?" 

"Who cares." And he dove in for another kiss. 

"Baby, wait. Did you just get in?" 

"Uh-huh." He attacked my neck while his hands roamed over my chest and his hips rolled against mine. 

| grabbed his hands and rolled us, placing him on his back. | knew by now that if this happened, it was purely 
because he allowed it. He could easily overpower me and I'll never admit that | love that about him. | pinned his 
hands to the pillow above his head and tried to study his face in the dark. 

"Come on" He lifted his head to try to steal another kiss. 

| dodged it and tried to look at him again. "What's going on?" 

"Nothing. | want to fuck. Why does something need to be going on?" 

"IFs .." | glanced at the clock on the table. "Five-thirty. Aren't you tired?" 

"Nope." He wrapped his legs around me and squeezed, thrusting his hips up, against me. 

Not five minutes after he came, Greg curled up in my arms and fell asleep. |, on the other hand, was now wide 
awake. Greg was troubled. In all our time together, | knew him well enough to know that he had tried to use 
sex to drive away whatever was on his mind. And it seemed to have done the trick for now. He slept soundly 
with his face buried in my chest. | stroked his hair as | thought about Greg and Stone and how similar they 
were. Each with their walls and their hidden strength and their magical effect on me. 

After | dozed off and on for a couple more hours, | left him in bed and went to find something to eat. On the 
street, | replayed my conversation with Stone. Behind my sunglasses, my eyes teared up as | thought about all 
that he told me about finding Andy and taking back his kingdom. | imagined him as a leader, as a king with a 
partner. | couldn't have been more proud of him. As | walked, | was constantly looking around for him. | was 


sure he was going to turn up again, especially since | was alone. But he didn't. | stumbled into a coffee house 
not too far from the hotel and ordered some coffee and some egg frittata thing | thought Greg would like. 


Back in the room, | set our breakfast down on the bedside table and | watched Greg sleep. | was worried that 
being back in Baltimore was going to hurt him. He insisted he would be fine, but that was Greg. Always living 
inside a hard shell. | was fortunate enough to be allowed inside that shell occasionally. He told me some of what 
he lived through in Baltimore. But he didn't speak of it often and always insisted that it was in the past and 
therapy had given him the tools to put the past in the past. But it still broke my heart to see him hurting. 

| ate my breakfast and watched an episode of Ozark on my computer while he continued to sleep. When heard 
him shift and moan, | turned in the desk chair to watch him. His face wrinkled for a moment. | held my 
breath, waiting for his breathing to even out again. He slowly stretched and opened his eyes. 

| gave him a gentle smile. "Hey." 

"What time is it?" 

"Uh, a little after noon" 

He grumbled and rolled over. "Gimme two more hours." 

"I can do that. | got you coffee and something to eat, though." 


"Mmkay, fine." 


After he used the bathroom, he crawled back onto the bed and sat with his legs crossed, pulling the bag into 
his lap. 


"Kinda cold now" 

"Don't care. Thanks. 

"Yeah, of course" | watched him closely 

"What?" he asked with his mouth full 

"Gotta talk to you" 

"| told you | was fine, Jerry" 

"| know. This isn't about that. We'll talk about that, too. But first, | need to tell you who | saw last night 
He was focused on his coffee. "Who?" 


"Stone." 


"Who's that? That a person?" 
"Not exactly." | moved from the chair to sit next to him on the bed. "Remember | told you about him?" 
"Wait, The elf? Stone the elf?" 

| nodded, 

"He was here?" 


Again, | nodded. "| walked in this room and poof, he was standing right in front of me. We talked for a long 


time." 
"So he is back. You did actually see him." 


"He was waiting to get me alone." | watched Greg stop mid-chew and stare at me. "Not like that! He just 


wasn't sure about you." 

"What did he think | was gonna do? Turn him over to the government to be dissected or something?" 
"Greg!" | threw him a look and shook my head. 

"Im kidding! Why is he back? What's he want?" 

"Just wanted to see me. He won. He went back to Calserine Luna and found Andy, his boyfriend. He defeated 
Andy's father and took back his kingdom. He figured out how to come and go using the same spell that 
banished him here in the first place." | paused. "And it was really good to see him. He..." | couldn't help but 
smile. 

"That's cool you got to catch up." Greg either missed my smile or was gracious enough to let it go. 

| asked him to come back. Maybe you could meet him." 

"Do you want me to meet him?" 

| nodded. "I told him | was very happy with you." 

"Cool. Well, when he poofs back in here, hopefully I'll be around." 


| studied his face. 


"What?" 


"What's up with you?" 


"Nothing." He got up and threw away the bag and container from his breakfast and went directly into the 


bathroom, closing the door. 


| felt a little annoyed or let down when | heard the shower start. While Greg showered, | kept myself busy by 
answering email and going through some photos that were sent to me. He was quiet in the van to the venue, a 
stone face behind sunglasses that | was unable to read. | was fairly certain he was glad about that. Another of 


his walls. 


We did a soundcheck with a few fans in the venue to watch and for me to meet afterward. My mind was stil 
on Greg as person after person filed through with various things for me to sign and who wanted just a piece 
of me to take with them. But as soon as that was over, | returned to the dressing room, intent on pulling Greg 


aside and talking to him. But he was nowhere to be found. 
"Where's Greg?" | asked Tyler, Herb, and Gil. No one had seen him. 


He didn't appear until five minutes before we were set to go on. | got the distinct feeling he did that on 
purpose to avoid me. But he was all smiles and bounced around like a kid on a sugar high. And, of course, he 


was his usual self during the show. His voice was locked in and he was incredible, per usual. 


Back on the bus for a short drive to Charlotte. Greg and Tyler sat at the table, splitting a bottle of whisky. | 
watched him closely while he continued to shut me out. When we arrived at the hotel, he was wasted. | was 
surprised he even let me guide him to our room. But he clung to my side and slurred when he told me he 
couldn't wait to get me in bed. 

In the room, Greg clumsily began to undress and grab at my clothes at the same time. 

| caught his hands and gently pushed him away. "Baby, you're wasted." 

"So?" 


"Let's get some sleep. We can fuck in the morning if you still want to." 


“Still want to? The fuck is that supposed to mean?" 


Seven 


After Charlotte, it was an eight-hour drive to Orlando. As soon as we checked into the hotel, | fell into bed and 
passed out immediately. | thought the tour was just catching up to me. | thought | was starting to show my 
age. | was becoming exhausted from trying to perform every night, both on stage and in bed with Greg. 
Maybe, | thought, | just couldn't keep up with him. 


Greg dropped his bag in the room and changed into a pair of sweats and his running sneakers. A quick morning 
run, he said, and then he'd come back and get a few hours of sleep. He was still avoiding me except when it 


came to sex and sleeping. And | was getting too tired to keep after him to let me know what was going on 


| didn't wake up when he came to bed but | could feel him beside me when | stirred and started coughing. It 

was the kind of cough that made your brain rattle inside your skull. Not wanting to disturb Greg, | went into 
the bathroom and closed the door just before another coughing fit came on. One look in the mirror told me 

something was definitely wrong. | had puffy bags under my eyes and | looked stoned. | couldn't open my eyes 
wide at all. After | grabbed my phone, | returned to the bathroom and texted Jonathan. 


"Need you to go grab a COVID test. Text me when you get to my room with it" 


| sunk down to the floor with my back against the tub and waited | was just dozing off when | suddenly felt 


someone beside me. 


"What are you doing, old man?" 


"Oh, hey.” | smiled. "What are you doing here, popping in like that? Could give an old man a heart at-" And | 
started coughing again. 


"What's the matter?" Stone quickly stood up and went to the vanity. He ran a washcloth under cold water and 
brought it back, putting it on my forehead. 


"Might have caught COVID. | need you to get out of here. | don't want to get you sick." 


"COVID? What's that?" 


"IFs .." | coughed again and groaned. My phone buzzed and | looked at it. "Jonathan's here. You gotta go." 


‘lm not going. What's wrong with you?" 


‘Its fine. Just a litte bug. I'll be fine." | started to stand up and the room was spinning. | blindly reached out to 
steady myself and Stone was on his feet, grabbing hold of me. 


Its obviously not fine. What is this COVID thing?" 


Its a bad virus. You should go so you don't get it. It's bad, baby. Go home." 


"What do you mean get it? Get sick like you? | cannot.” 


"What do you mean you can't?" | started coughing again and groaned as | raised my hand to my forehead. 


‘Its not important. Let me help you into bed. That boy of yours is still asleep." He tried to pull me to the door. 


"No, wait. | can't „he'll definitely get sick" 


"How do you even know what this is?" 


"It's just a hunch. Go let Jonathan in. He has a test for me to take." | sunk back to the floor. I'm sure 


Jonathan will be shocked to find Stone on the other side of the door but at this point, | didn't care. 


Stone left the bathroom door open and from my spot on the floor, | could see Greg's face in the soft glow 
from the bathroom light, resting against the pillow. All the sharp angles that cut his features the past few 
days had softened in his slumber. His lips were gently pursed and his brow was relaxed. his beauty made my 
heart skip a beat and | was reminded of the first time | saw him. 


He and Tyler came over to my house late in the evening. Tyler walked in first, passing through the garage into 
my mudroom by the kitchen He stepped aside and this kid dressed in all black, a big baggy shirt over skintight 
leggings and heavy boots walked in. | immediately felt this vibe he had worked so hard to project: toughness. 
But with a sensitivity that he seemed determined to protect. The moment his eyes met mine, | knew | was in 


deep trouble. 


| had only felt that same combination of fear and excitement one other time in my life. The day | met Stone. 


"Who the hell are you?" Jonathan. 


"im Stone. Who are you?" 


| struggled to stand up. "Wait. Jonathan, hang on" 


"Jerry?" 


As | staggered out of the bathroom, Jonathan pushed his way past Stone. And Greg grumbled from the bed, 
"What the fuck is all the noise?" 


He sat up and rubbed his eyes, taking a moment to focus. We all stopped what we were doing and looked at 
him. 


"Jer, what the fuck?" 


"I know, baby. | just -" | started coughing and Stone rushed to my side again. 


Greg hurried out of the bed and also ran to my side. They both led me to sit down on the bed. Jonathan was 
left in the doorway, holding a bag, and watching us all. Stone took the bag from him and closed the door. 


"Greg, baby. You need to get out of here." 


"What the fuck?" 


"I think it's COVID, baby. You gotta leave." 


"No. No way." 


"| don't want you to get sick" 


"| ain't goin’ nowhere if he aint" 


"He can't get it" 


"How do you know?" 


With a sigh, | replied, "I don't. But | do know that you can. And | need you to leave." 


lm not a human, Greg." Stone's calm demeanor and use of Greg's name was only going to piss Greg off more. 


And the sharp features immediately returned to his face. "Why don't you just poof the fuck out of here?" 


"Don't yell at him, Greg. He's only trying to help me." 


"Fuck this." He stomped around the room, throwing his clothes and books, and other things into his bag. "I'll get 


another fuckin! room." 


After the door closed, Stone gave me a sad smile. "He's going through something." 


"No kidding. He won't let me in, though." 


"I understand. Eventually, he won't be able to resist letting you help. This | know from experience." 


"| can't get over how much you've grown up.” 


"lm a king now." He smiled as he urged me to lie down on the bed and then pulled the blankets over me. 


"| want to meet Andy." 


"| know. | want him to meet you.” 


The test was positive. In between fitful bouts of sleep and coughing, | saw Stone sitting on the edge of the bed 
or busying himself with tidying up the room or stacking dirty dishes for the steward to come and collect. At 
one point, | thought | heard Greg's voice. Another time, | could barely open my eyes but | was sure | saw a 
short, blonde guy in the room. 


The next time | woke up and was able to stay awake, | sat up and recognized Greg at the door. He was wearing 


a mask and his eyes were bloodshot. Stone was standing in the doorway with his arms crossed. 


"Babe," | groaned. 


Greg tried to push past Stone but he seemed to be bumping into a window or something. "Let me through," he 
growled. 


| can't. | read up on this COVID thing and it could be very serious. Jerry is very ill and | won't have you 
upsetting him." 


"Upsetting him?!" Greg roared now and brought a fist up to pound on the window. 


| was afraid he'd break it and end up cutting himself. It didn't seem to click with me that a window wouldn't be 
where the doorway was. "Baby, stop. Don't hurt yourself." 


"He won't let me in. He's got some kind of weird fuckin’ wall here or something." 


| let out another groan when | realized what was going on. "Magic. He's using magic." 


Eight 


After Greg stormed off again, | must have fallen asleep. | was startled awake by my phone ringing. The room 
was quiet and dark. Stone was gone. 


| rolled over and tried to untangle myself from the sheets and reach for the phone. It was Greg Facetiming me. 


"Hey." | smiled when | saw his face, immediately noting those sharp angles. His lips were a flat line and his 
eyebrows were deeply knotted. There was a stiffness in his set jaw. 


"Sorry for waking you up.” 

"That's okay. What's going on?" | sat up and stuffed a couple pillows behind my back 
"Everyone went to Saint Pete." 

"Oh, okay. Cool." 

"You gonna make it?" 

"| hope so." 

"Doesn't look like it to me," he replied in a flat tone of voice. 
"Im feeling a little better." 

"Then let me come in" 

No" 

Greg sighed and rolled his eyes. "Jer" 

| don't want you to get sick" 

"| know, but you need someone to take care of you." 


"And if | knew you wouldn't get sick, I'd let you." | studied his face for a moment. "You know, you need someone 


to take care of you sometimes, too." 


"Yeah, well. If | knew you wouldn't get ..| don't know, fuckin’ poisoned, I'd let you." 


Making sure my tone was gentle, | asked, "What do you mean, baby?" He was starting to talk now so that last 


thing | wanted to do was cause him to clam up again. 
"| just uh, its nothin." 
"Its not nothing. Whatever's going on, Greg, | want to help." 


| know you do." He took a deep breath and his eyes darted to the side. "I ..| wanted to visit where | grew up. | 
wanted to, like, let all those ghosts in. | thought | was strong enough now." 


"You don't feel strong now?" 
He dropped his chin, hiding his eyes under his eyelashes, and shook his head. 
"Did something happen back there in Baltimore?" 


He shook his head again. "Nothing like that. | guess there were more ghosts than | thought. Or they were just 


stronger than me." 

"Do you want to tell me about these ghosts?" 

He sighed again. "You sound like a fuckin’ therapist." 

"Baby, | just want to help you feel better." 

"That's all | want to do with you, too!" 

"ll feel better when you feel better." 

He chuckled. "Don't pull that shit on me, Cantrell" 

| smiled. 

"No, it's nothin’. l, uh, | just didn't realize how hard it would hit me. | walked past the house | grew up in and it 
was boarded up. Like the whole neighborhood was deserted and boarded up and | everywhere | looked, | saw 
pieces of my childhood. Snapshots. | .." He cleared his throat and looked down again. "I don't know how | got out 
of there. And like there are so many kids | grew up with that didn't get out of there and why me?" 

"Oh, Greg. | get it. But you got out because you wanted to. You wanted to and you worked hard to do it 


"So? Everyone works hard. So what?" 


"Babe .." 


"I know, | know. | shouldn't feel like this because | work hard for everything I've got and I'm talented and | was 


lucky. Jer, you just don't get it" 

"But | do. | know what you're saying. | came from a messed up childhood, too." 

"| know, but it's different." 

"How is it different?" 

"Your family wanted you to succeed. They helped you. They're all great people and they're close now and they 
think the fuckin’ world of you. My family ..l, uh, | told my Mom | was gonna be in town and she said it would 


be too late to come see her after the show. She didn't even ask to come watch us." 


| opened my mouth to respond when he finally lifted his gaze to the screen and | saw that the sharp edges 
were faltering and his bottom lip was trembling. "Greg .." 


"I want to know what | ever fuckin’ did to her. To all of them. Why can't they be proud of me like your family 
is proud of you? Why do | work so fuckin’ hard to outrun them only to turn around and go right back to that 
house?" He growled as he ran the back of his hand under his nose. "Fuck it, man. Just ..fuck it. It doesn't 
matter." 

It does matter, baby. I'm so sorry you're hurting. | wish | could hug you tight and kiss away your anger. I'm 
really proud of you. | love you, and | think you're incredible." | tried to smile but the shattered look on his face 
broke my heart. 

| need you, Jer. And god, | fuckin’ hate admitting that" 

‘Ill never make you feel bad for needing me." 

"| know." 

| watched him take a couple deep breaths and then he stood up and carried his phone with him into the 
bathroom, putting it down on the vanity as he plucked a few tissues from the box and wiped his eyes and 
nose. 

"You need to get better cause | am not handling being alone very well." 

This time, | did smile. "You usually don't" 


"Well, it's a lot worse this time." 


"ve got a stack of tests here. I'll keep taking them. Stone should - " 


"That's another thing, Jer. | mean ..l'm kinda jealous of that little fucker." 

"Are you?" 

"Don't mess with me. He gets to be there with you." 

"He's not here now." 

"But he could just poof in there any time he wants." 

"Do you want me to tell him not to poof anymore?" 

He rolled his eyes. 

| laughed under my breath and started coughing. 

"That's what you get 

| laughed harder, and coughed harder. Once the coughing subsided, | slid down a little and curled on my side, 
propping the phone up on a pillow. "| am sorry | got sick, you know. | hate being away from you as much as 
you hate it 

Greg went back to the bed in his room and put the phone down again. | could see him taking his shirt off. He 
was quiet as he climbed up onto his bed and pulled the blankets up. When he was finally comfortable, he 
replied, "You better be sorry." His lips curled in a grin. "And you better tell that elf to stop poofin’.” 

"You're kinda hot when you're jealous." 

He shook his head. 

"You are. I'm pretty turned on right now." | made sure he saw me shove my hand under the blankets. 
"Jer, you can't be serious." 

"L am. Maybe | need to sweat this COVID thing out. Get the heart rate up or something." 

"Jesus Christ" 


"Come on. Let's have some fun" | pushed my hand into my shorts. "Wanna see it?" 


"Obviously." He smirked and | saw him shift under his blankets. 


Just as | was about to fling the blankets aside and let him watch me jerk off, there was a flash of light filling 
the room and Stone appeared at the foot of the bed. 


Nine 


"Are you fuckin’ kidding me?" Greg roared. 


| quickly pulled my hand out of my shorts and sat up a little, grabbing the phone and turning it toward me so 
Greg couldn't see Stone. "Stone! What are you do-" 


"What the fuck is he doing there, Jerry?" 


"I don't know." To Stone, "What are you doing?" 


| wanted to check on you. Are you feeling better? Do you need anything? Is that Greg? Hello, Greg." 


"Okay, I'm coming over there." 


Before | could tell him no, Greg ended the call. | dropped the phone on the bed and sighed "Stone, you can't just 


"Is he coming here? He can't come in here." 


"I know, but don't do the magic wall thing again. You're really gonna piss him off. And you can't just show up 
here. What if Greg and | were ..?" 


"So? I've seen that before. | was the one you were fucking before, remember?" 


| was too weak to argue with him. How did | ever think | was gonna be able to have fun with Greg on the 
phone just now? Looking at him makes it hard to think about anything else sometimes. | watched helplessly as 
Stone opened the door when Greg pounded on it. 


Stone raised his hand to stop Greg from barging in. "No magic, but please, Greg." 


When Greg stopped in the doorway, | was amazed. | expected him to attempt to tear Stone from limb to limb. 
He looked from me to Stone and back again. "This is bullshit, Jer." 


"Okay, come here. Did you bring a mask? Put your mask on and come here for a minute." | tried to sit up 


more and struggled to lift my weight up. When Stone approached me to help, | shook my head. 


Greg put his mask on and came closer, stopping at the foot of the bed. With his mouth and nose covered, all | 
could see were his eyes. He'd hate me for saying this, but every truth about Greg is spelled out in his eyes. 
One just needs to be lucky enough to learn how to read them. And | was. Right now, he was hurt and scared, 


and insecure. 


"Babe," | began, giving him a little smile. "I'm so sorry. | know that you're feeling - " 


"I'm fine," he cut me off and shot a look at Stone. 


"Okay. You're fine. But Stone just popped in to check on me, and I've asked him not to just poof in here 


anymore." 


"But how else should | - " Stone protested 


| gave him a little smile. "Why don't you try knocking on the door?" 


"Yes, sir," he replied in a little murmur. 


"Imagine the king of Calserine Luna calling me sir." 


Stone rolled his eyes. He turned to Greg. "You really don't have to be jealous of me, Greg. | am no longer in 


love with Jerry. | do love him dearly, but | don't care to get in bed with him." 


"Well, fuckin’ thanks for clearing that up?" 


Stone linked his arm through Greg's, and | thought he is either really brave or really stupid "Perhaps we 
should get to know each other better. Just you and me." 


"Don't you have elf shit to do?" 


Stone waved his hand. "When | return to Calserine Luna, it is almost as if no time had passed. It's fine." 


"Okay, you two go. And be nice to each other. That's, that's an order." | coughed a little as | slid back down, 
pulling the sheets up around myself. "Gonna go back to sleep." 


“Jer, | .." Greg trailed off as he was pulled toward the door. 


Through the brain fog, | wondered if Stone was using magic to get Greg to move. 


" love you." 


| woke up alone. The room was still and quiet. There was sunlight streaming in through the crack in the 
draperies. | was able to sit up without too much effort. When | picked up my phone, it read 9:30 AM. There 


were a couple of missed calls and a few texts, and a voicemail from Greg. 
P 9 


"Hey, Jer," | immediately noted how different he sounded. More relaxed. "., uh, | guess | should apologize to you 
for getting mad before. | wasn't mad at you. It's not like ..you know, it's like | don't trust you or something. | 
wasn't jealous like | thought you were gonna fuck him or something. | mean | don't think you could fuck right 
now even if you wanted to." Now | could hear the smirk in his voice. Little shit. "Seriously, though. It wasn't 
that. It was just ..you don't understand how much | need to be around you. You ..keep me sane." He sighed and 
went quiet for a moment. "Stone told me how he was sent here and how he, uh, how you found him. You didn't 
tell me the part about what was happening to him before you found him. That really fuckin’ sucked. | told him 
to go find them and do some magic shit on them. | would. You're right. He's a good dude. Interesting." Greg 
snorted. "Can't believe he's really a fuckin’ elf. That's some wild shit. He told me all the sweet things you did 
for him to keep him safe and to help him go home. It was like „my heart just listening to him talk about you, 
my fuckin heart grew ten times the size. And, um, one thing became pretty clear about you. You just love 
rescuing us, don't ya? Well, it's fine. | fuckin’ needed it" 


| closed my eyes and held my breath, waiting to see if he went on or if the message ended. 


"Anyway, l'm gonna ..1 don't know, find a bar or something, I'll talk to you in the morning.’ 


Now the message ended. | couldn't call him back. I'm sure he was sound asleep at this hour. | looked at the 
texts and missed calls. Nothing urgent. So | decided to take a shower. To my surprise, | didn't launch into a 
coughing fit when | stood up. 


After my shower, | took another COVID test. It was negative. Before | got excited, though, | took another. Also 


negative. 


The first thing | did was call Jonathan | implored him not to cancel Nashville. | would be there. | might not be 
100% yet, but | was negative and that's all that mattered to me. I'd sludge my way through that show if it 
killed me. 


The next thing | did was make arrangements for Greg and me to fly up to Nashville to meet up with everyone 


else. And then | was about to dial him to tell him the good news but decided to do one better. 


| got dressed and went to his room and knocked on the door. 


Chapter Ten 


| knocked and knocked and knocked. It was quiet on the other side of the door. | felt a pang of guilt for wanting 
to wake him up now when | decided not to try to call him after listening to his message. In my head, | justified 
it by saying he'd want to know | was testing negative now. 


| knocked harder. "Come on, baby. Open the door," | murmured to myself. 


Finally, | heard him. "What?!" he growled. | heard his heavy footfall up to the door. "What the fu-" Greg 


groaned as he opened the door. He stopped when he looked up at me. 
| smiled as | took in the sight of him in just a pair of shorts. "Good morning, beautiful." 


"Am | fuckin’ dreaming? What are you doing? Put a mask onl" He suddenly remembered and turned back, looking 


around his room for one. 

"Babe," | began as | entered the room and closed the door. "I'm negative.” 
"What?" 

"Yeah. Took two tests this morning. Both negative” 


Greg threw himself at me. He wrapped his arms around my neck and his legs around my hips, clinging to me 
and mumbling a volley of curses into my shoulder. 


"I know," | chuckled as | walked us to his bed, carefully avoiding all of his clothes and shoes that littered the 


floor. The truth was | even missed that. Greg is messy and | hate messes but | fucking loved his messes. 


As | leaned over, he slowly let go of me and sunk into the bed. "Got your strength back, huh?" 


"Mostly, | think" 


"Good" Greg pulled me back down and kissed me, pushing his tongue into my mouth and devouring me. His 
hands started pulling at my clothes. When | pulled back to catch my breath, he mumbled, "I hate that | need 


you so fuckin much." 


"| know, baby, but its okay." | slipped off of him and stood up, reaching for his shorts and pulling them down. "I 


told you | won't ever make you feel bad for needing me." 


"But, but you don't get it. And | don't wanna talk about it right now. Just fuck me." 


"Don't have to talk. Just „what don't | get?" | threw his shorts on the floor and pulled my shirt over my head. 


Greg sat up and reached for the button and zipper on my jeans. "Sucks to need someone and know that no one 


needs me." 


| reached for his hands to stop them. "What are you talking about? | fucking need you. Are you kidding?" 


He looked up at me. His eyes were full of heartbreak and despair. "No, you don't 


Still holding his hands, | sat down beside him. "Greg, | do. | need .." | looked around the room. "I need your energy 
and your warmth. | need your knowledge and your talent. | wouldn't be here today if it wasn't for you. All of 
that aside, forget what we do. | need you. | need the man that you are. The way that | .." | paused, searching 
for the right words. "Stone taught me that | wasn't broken, that | had a lot of love to offer someone, right? 
But you, baby you taught me that there is a lot of life left for me to live and its exciting. I'm excited 
because I'm with you. Every day with you is „it's like | know now that no day is wasted. | need you because 


you fill my life. | love you." 


He fought, and failed, to contain his tears. As he swiped at them, he shook his head and laughed softly. "| 
fuckin’ love you so much." Greg met my gaze for a moment and then started on my jeans again "Come on, old 


man. Let's go." 


"Old man, my ass." 


"No, old man. My ass!" He laughed, and | melted. It was a happy laugh, one | hadn't heard in a few days. 


We made love twice that morning. The first time, Greg was frenzied and rough. | laid back and let him take the 
release he needed. But the second time was slow and gentle and sweet. We kissed tenderly and whispered in 
each other's ears. Afterward, he teased me for being such a big softie and | wholeheartedly agreed with him. | 
held Greg in my arms as he dozed off. Whether he'll ever understand it, | didn't know. But | needed him for 
this, too. | needed him to be someone | could protect and nurture and provide for. It didn't seem like a fair 
thing to say before. | squeezed him a litle tighter as | brushed my cheek against his hair. As | listened to 
Greg's soft, rhythmic breathing, my own eyelids grew heavy. 


When | woke up, Greg had rolled over and was now staring at me. He wore a serene smile and there was a 
contentment in his eyes. His fists were tucked under his chin and he brought one out and touched my face. 


"You look dopey," | mumbled. "What's with you?" 


He opened his mouth to speak but | heard Stone's voice. "You're finally happy. Truly happy. I'm so glad” 


"Stone?" 


"I'll see you soon" 


| closed my eyes and sighed, lifting my hand to press against Greg's touching my cheek but instead of feeling 
his hand under mine, | felt my own stubbled skin. When | lifted my head and opened my eyes, Greg was still 
sound asleep. | hadn't had one of those dreams in a long time and | was glad that this one was a little different. 
The others always ended with Stone leaving me or me being unable to find him. This time, Greg was there. 


Greg stayed. 


Giving him a soft kiss, | carefully slipped from the bed and found my shorts. After | pulled them on, | dug my 
phone from my jeans and sat down in the chair to start answering some messages and work on getting us up 
to Nashville. | got a message from Jonathan that said he got me and Greg on a flight later that night. | 
immediately recalled the day | tried to fly with Stone. It made me wonder if Greg and | could take a road trip 
to Nashville instead of flying but | quickly realized we didn't have that kind of time. 


Then | wondered if my dream meant that Stone had gone back to Calserine Luna. Was this the lesson that he 
wanted Greg and me to learn? That we needed each other and it wasn't as scary as both of us seemed to 


believe? 


